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      Editors Are Important

      I don’t make that statement lightly. I truly believe it. Years ago I did a blog post about copy editors. I included it in my No Mistakes Writing and No Mistakes Publishing books because I think it’s that important. I’ve also included it in this book because I think that copy editing is not just necessary but imperative.

      For those of you who don’t think editing is important, look at the comment below. It’s a review of a romance book from a customer at Amazon.

      Comment from a customer on Amazon

      
        Had this book been properly edited I would have given it five stars. The story is a good one. The characters are lovable. The villains are pretty scary. The misspellings and over- and unnecessary use of commas make the story difficult to read.

        Amazon customer

        

      So here we have a person (a rare one) who is willing to write a review, and this author has forced them to write a negative one, when according to that person, the book would have been given five stars had it been edited properly.

      The sad thing is that this type of comment is not uncommon. I’ve seen far too many reviews like this.

      Editing Process

      It’s one thing to talk about editing and quite another to do it the right way. Many authors think editing is simply a matter of finishing the book, then handing it off to an editor and publishing it when the editing is done.

      After writing more than thirty books, I can safely say it takes longer to do the editing than it does the writing. If you’re wondering how that can be, take a look at the process I go through with each book:

      •	Write the book

      •	Read it and make edits of things I notice

      •	Give it to beta readers (primarily for content review)

      •	Make the changes suggested by beta readers

      •	Send it to editors

      •	Make the changes suggested by editors

      •	Give to a proofreader or two (I recommend a professional proofreader, not a friend.)

      •	Make changes

      •	Give it to readers for prelaunch reads

      •	Make any final changes

      •	Publish

      All of this sounds like a lot of work, and it is. At times I struggle to find competent beta readers, especially those willing to read some of my nonfiction books, like the ones I’ve written about grammar. I can usually get enough beta readers for my mystery and fantasy books—I had twelve beta readers for my last mystery. But that’s difficult. It has taken me several years to work up to that many good beta readers. When I first started out, I had a difficult time getting two.

      The real kicker is that, every step of the way, I read the book again, and each time I do, I’m sure it’s error free—until it goes through the next step and someone finds more mistakes or more things to be fixed or worded differently.

      And therein lies the problem. Many don’t consider wordiness or redundancies a problem. I know I didn’t when I first started. In fact, I’m sure that if I read my first few books again, I’d be mortified. Now I consider redundancies and wordiness to be as much a problem as a spelling error or a grammatical mistake. We’ll cover both of those issues in later chapters.
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      As mentioned, I consider editing to be an integral part of writing a good book.

      You can’t write a good book without a good editor. And you definitely can’t be your own editor.

      Some of the chapters in this section deal with what a good editor can do for you, while others deal with how you can help your editor by getting your manuscript in the best shape possible before submitting it to them.

      In the next chapters, I’m going to show you a few examples of what I’ve done wrong, as well as a few simple things you can do to greatly improve your work.
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      This book deals with editing. Why? Because it’s needed. A lot of what makes a book good is how well it’s been edited. When I speak of editing, I’m referring to copy editing, not content editing. Content editing has its place, but I prefer to rely on beta readers for that. Copy editing I would only trust to a good—make that damn good—editor.

      I believe that, ultimately, an author bears the responsibility of good editing. Of course, they are financially responsible, but they should also do their best to have their work as close to publishable as possible before submitting it to an editor.

      This is important for a number of reasons, not the least of which is your editor’s sanity. Let’s go back a sentence. I said, “as close to publishable.” By that I mean as close to error free as you can get it. I never want to read a book and be interrupted by mistakes. I’m sure you don’t either.

      How do you get to “error free” status?

      Invariably, mistakes will slip in to your final copy. Sometimes not, but sometimes they will. I’ve seen mistakes in books published by the Big Five publishers, so it’s bound to happen to the rest of us, right?

      It’s true. If you publish enough books, no matter how hard you try, mistakes will occur. But there are things you can do to prevent this from happening.

      Mistakes happen, most often when there are too many to fix. That’s easy to resolve. Produce the best manuscript you can; read it and fix any mistakes; give it to beta readers, who will point out more mistakes; fix the comments from beta readers; give it to your editor, who will fix mistakes; review it yourself (again); give it to a professional proofreader and ideally one or two amateur proofreaders; fix yet again; give it to your formatter, who may spot any errors that were missed; read it a final time, then publish. By this time it has gone through nine or ten reads and it should be as close to ready as possible.

      That sounds like a lot of work, but your book is going to be out there forever. Make it right.

      If you go through this kind of process each time you publish a book, your readers will love you for it. You will give them error-free or damn near error-free reading, and that is a nice feeling.

      We all know that everyone needs an editor. Even editors need editors. With that knowledge in hand, why not make it as easy as possible by fixing as much as you can yourself?

      There are a lot of reasons to do it. Notice I didn't say There's a lot of reasons. If I had used there's, the editor would have had to fix it. You can check out my book No Mistakes Grammar, Volume I if you need to know why.

      Back to the reasons.

      Reason Number One: Personal pride. It feels nice to receive your manuscript back from the editor with fewer markups. I'm not saying you'll be error-free overnight, but it's something to shoot for. After thirty-plus books, I still have far more markups than I want, but it is improving.

      Reason Number Two: If you're an author, I'm guessing you have a blog or do some other writing—writing where you do not pay an editor to look your work over. If that's the case, try to get up to speed so that you make as few mistakes as possible. Again, I don't expect you to be perfect, but you can at least get the basics right. Everything you write is a reflection on you. If I haven’t read an author and one of their blogs has mistakes in it, do you think I’m going to rush out and buy their books? Not a chance.

      Reason Number Three: Occasionally—and I do mean occasionally—you'll find an editor who will charge less if your work is good. This may not happen, but again, it's worth shooting for. What's the worst that could happen—your writing improves? That’s not so terrible.

      I am by no means an editor, but I've picked up a few things along the way. I'll share them here. These alone will greatly improve your manuscript.

      Words and Phrases to Search For

      There are a lot of phrases that have made their way into our vocabulary that sound normal, but when analyzed, we can see the error of our ways. The next chapter deals with redundancies. There may be some repeats here from a few of my blogs, but some of these phrases are so ubiquitous in writing, especially novel writing, that I thought it worthwhile mentioning them.

      Up and Down: as in:

      
        stand/stood up

        sit/sat down

        lift up

      

      Go through and take a look. If a character is sitting at the table or on a sofa and you say they stood up, wouldn't it be just as good to say “They stood”? If you're already sitting down, where else would you stand but up?

      The same goes for the other phrases. If you're standing and someone invites you to sit, they don't need to say “Sit down.” Sit is fine by itself. Just like “lift up” is unnecessary. "Lift that box for your mother" is the same as "Lift up that box for your mother."

      The same applies to “climb up” and many other phrases. If you search for up and down, you'll be able to see where you can “fix it up.” Or perhaps you could just “fix it.”

      Some more to consider:

      
        The sun was shining down on me.

        He tracked him down.

        Put it down on the table.

        He fell down.

        She knelt down.

        Look up at the sky.

        He plopped down on the couch.

        He climbed up the ladder.

      

      Now, look at these sentences without the word down or up.

      
        The sun was shining on me.

        He tracked him.

        Put it on the table.

        He fell.

        She knelt.

        Look at the sky.

        He plopped on the couch.

        He climbed the ladder.

      

      As you can see, there is often no need for up or down. Sometimes there is, but usually not. Search your manuscript, look at each example, and make a determination. The final decision is yours, as always, but make it a wise decision.

      

      Crutch Words

      There are some words that we use not because they sound good or are appropriate but because we are accustomed to hearing them used every day by the people around us. What words do I mean? Here are a few:

      
        	some

        	very

        	almost

        	usually

        	honestly

        	actually

        	literally

        	really

      

      These are not bad words, and they do have their place, but all too often they are used as a lazy way out. The following is an example.

      Rick got angry with Chuck. He almost hit him.

      What does that tell us? Did Rick think about hitting Chuck but then stop himself?

      Look at the following sentence, isn’t it clearer and more meaningful?

      Rick got angry with Chuck. He took a stance, then swung, but missed.

      Now we know that Rick was angry enough to hit Chuck; he just failed. We still don’t know why Rick was angry, but that should have been explained previously.

      Or how about this one?

      “She was driving to work and almost hit a dump truck.”

      Compare it with this:

      “She came over the hill at eighty miles per hour and got her first sight of the huge dump truck. She gripped the steering wheel and slammed on the brakes. The brakes squealed, but they didn't stop her in time, so she had to swerve right to avoid hitting the truck.”

      With the second account, we can visualize what’s happening. We can feel her fear, see the dump truck, hear the brakes squealing. It took a few more words to say, but it was worth it. Your reader got a better picture of the scene. And readers will be better able to relate to that example because most of them have experienced gripping a steering wheel, they know what squealing brakes sound like, and they have probably experienced being in a car that had to brake hard and possibly even swerve.

      The reason that works well is because you’re using an experience readers can relate to, and you’re using several of the senses, not just one (more on this later).

      The other words above are as bad, if not worse, and you can read about many of them in the articles I’ve written on my website. The bottom line is that few people use literally the right way; and you seldom need to use really or actually. Do a search for these words and see if you need them and if you can rephrase. Do it with all the words mentioned.

      

      Moving Body Parts

      If you've read a decent number of books, I know you've seen this—authors who insist on using body parts that move on their own. Below are a few examples.

      The first one isn't the best example, but it's one I've seen enough times to include it as improper.

      The sound echoed in my/his/her ears. How about just The sound echoed? We know whose point of view we're in, and we know that a sound echoes in our ears, not in our mouth or eyes. This is an unnecessary use of words.

      “Her eyes darted from floor to ceiling.” We all know what the author means here, but taken at face value, I picture a pair of eyes jumping from floor to ceiling. Or he searched the room with his eyes. What else is he going to search with? Or she held him fixed with his eyes.

      Don’t let parts of the body do things on their own—people don’t “feel the texture with their hands,” they simply feel. They don’t “see with their eyes,” they just see. What else are you going to see with—your teeth?

      

      Overuse of Adverbs

      A couple of years ago, there was a big push to damn near eliminate adverbs from writing. People ranted about the overuse of adverbs, and I can't say they were wrong. But like most things, they went overboard. The furor subsided, but the I still think the advocates were more right than not.

      There are several ways to check for adverb overuse. The time-honored method is to type “ly” plus a space into the search engine and hit Find. It will reward you with a list of adverbs—not all of them but most. You can then decide which ones to keep and which ones to discard or replace with better words.

      Another way to check, and a quicker and more efficient way, is to use an app called Hemingway, which identifies all adverbs (as well as several other things) and highlights them for easy editing.

      In my opinion, the overuse of adverbs is the lazy way out. Here's an example. Look at both sentences and think about what each one tells you.

      He walked angrily down the street.

      He walked down the street, making sure to kick pebbles, Coke cans, anything in his way. This was not a good day.

      The second sentence lets you picture the character. We’ve all felt like this or seen someone do this, so we can relate. We have the added benefit of knowing what the setting is like. If there are Coke cans lying on the ground, it’s not a clean environment.

      Other Unnecessary Words (not all adverbs)

      “He shrugged his shoulders.”

      “She nodded her head.”

      There is no need to use “his shoulders” or “her head.” Shrugged and nodded say it all. What else do you shrug if not your shoulders? And what would you nod if not your head?

      Here are the definitions from Merriam-Webster:

      
        Shrug: to raise and lower your shoulders usually to show that you do not know or care about something.

        

        Nod: to move your head up and down as a way of answering “yes” or of showing agreement, understanding, or approval.

        Merriam-Webster

        

      It's as plain as day, and yet we see it in sooooo many books where a character is shrugging their shoulders or nodding their head.

      Which Words Do You Rely On?

      What do I mean by that?

      If you’re like me, there are certain words or phrases you have developed a habit of using too frequently. So much that it is noticeable to readers. One of mine—probably the worst—is stare/d. I seem to always have characters staring at someone or something. I finally made up a text expansion shortcut for the emotional thesaurus definitions of the word so that when I needed to use it, I was armed with many alternatives. For an example of how to use Text Expander™ for that purpose, go here and take a look at my book Writing Shortcuts.

      Excessive Use of Adjectives

      Adjectives aren't as big a problem as adverbs, but you do need to be prudent. Using too many adjectives can make the writing confusing, and it can actually have the reverse effect of what you want; instead of adding color to your writing, it makes it appear dull. Nouns and verbs are the power words. Get into a habit of using the right ones and you won't need so many adjectives or adverbs.

      I don’t think Hemingway highlights adjectives, but I know that some of the Markdown editors do. Regardless, if you get into a habit of watching for excessive use, before long you won’t need an app to find them.

      This doesn't even begin to cover the editing you should know. But we have to start somewhere, and if you master this much you'll be way ahead of the game. In the next chapter we’ll examine the reason, or a few of the reasons, why we need copy editors.
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